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Teacher correction time and student preferences: 







A previous study by this author examined the effects of three types of corrective 
feedback on 11 types of sentence-level error in Japanese university EFL writing. 
This paper expands on the previous study by looking at two further facets of the 
correction process: 1) the efficiency of these three methods of feedback, in terms of 
teacher time, and 2)  student attitudes towards them. The results of the study reveal 
that in addition to being an effective method in dealing with the written errors of 
Japanese EFL students, error codes are an efficient method for providing feedback 
and students prefer their use to other methods of feedback. 
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“What is the most effective and practical feedback strategy in an EFL context 
characterized by extremely large teacher-to-student ratios and little contact 
time?" 
(Robb et al., 1986: 85) 
 
In a previous publication this author looked at three different types of 
corrective feedback with varying levels of explicitness: simple underlining of 
the target error, an error code, and direct correction. An examination of these 
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three methods found that underlining target errors was the least successful 
method of eliciting a successful correction, while direct correction was 
predictably almost always successful. The data collected from the study 
suggested that a teacher-generated error code might be a good middle ground 
for corrective feedback, treating error correction as a puzzle-solving problem 
for the students (see Gould, 2017). 
 
While it is of course nice to think that a feedback method’s efficacy should be 
the sole consideration in the method’s implementation, there are always other 
considerations to be made. The current study will concern itself with two such 




For the purposes of this paper, the author assumes that the reader has made 
themselves familiar with the eleven major error categories identified in his 
earlier paper, as well as the effects of the three feedback methods: 
 
1. Direct correction (most explicit of the three treatments) 
2. Description of error type using an error code 
3. Underlining of error only (least explicit of the three treatments) 
 
The subjects and pedagogical context of the study of course remain unchanged. 
 
3.1 Teacher’s Correction Time 
 
As has been pointed out by many observers, one of the major obstacles EFL 
teachers face in providing feedback on students’ writing is time. Recently in 
Japan, the challenge of finding time to provide adequate feedback has perhaps 
been compounded by the increasing workload university instructors are taking 
on and ever-increasing class sizes. It would seem that if one were to decide on 
an ideal form of error correction for Japanese writing students, the time 
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involved in providing that feedback must at least be taken into consideration. 
 
3.2 Student Feedback Preferences  
 
It is almost universally agreed that students desire feedback and error 
correction on their writing (see Leki, 1991). Less studied is the type of 
feedback students desire. 
 
Cohen (1987) surveyed the preferences of 217 university language students and 
found they did indeed have strong preferences as to the type of feedback 
offered by their teacher and what that feedback should focus on. The study 
provided evidence that students generally preferred the feedback they received 
to focus on local issues such as grammar and mechanics than on more global 
aspects of their writing. These results were replicated by Ferris’ (1995) study 
of 155 university students. 
 
Hedgecock & Lefkowitz’s (1994) study highlighted a difference between EFL 
and ESL students, with ESL students wishing for a higher degree of feedback 
on the content of their writing while their EFL counterparts were more 
concerned with their grammar and wanted more sentence-level feedback from 
their teachers. If EFL teachers take into account their students’ wishes in 
considering what kind of feedback to provide, it would seem at least some form 
of grammatical correction would be appropriate. 
 
A last consideration is the amount of feedback that students want and the 
amount teachers should provide. Should every error of a certain type be 
corrected? Would this sometimes amount to “information overload” for the 
student? Such concerns do have a place in this study as others have found that 
while teachers may believe that they are not providing sufficient correction for 
their students, students often perceive receiving more feedback than instructors 
perceive giving (Montgomery & Baker, 2007). 
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4. Method 
4.1Tabulating Teacher’s Correction Time 
 
Throughout the course of the study, the length of time spent on providing 
feedback on each of the compositions that were read was recorded. A 
stopwatch was used and timing started when the teacher started to read the 
composition and stopped when the final error had been addressed. 
 
After the time spent on each round of compositions was tabulated, an average 
time spent on each composition was calculated. This was intended to give an 
insight into what forms of feedback required the most teacher time to 
administer. 
 
4.2 Student Preferences Survey 
 
As part of this study, all students had an opportunity to record their thoughts 
and preferences regarding the three different types of corrective feedback. At 
the beginning of the study, students were given a “Redrafting Report” in which 
they were to record the time they spent redrafting each essay along with the 
type of error correction they received and a rating as to how helpful they 
thought the provided feedback was in their redrafting. This Redrafting Report 
included a five-point Likert scale similar to that of Van Benthuysen’s (2005). 
 
Upon handing in the redraft of their third essay, all students also filled out a 
“Project Completion Report” that asked them to state their preferences in 
regards to the three feedback types. In addition to overall preference, students 
were asked which form of feedback they believed was the most difficult to use, 
the easiest to use, the most useful in terms of improving writing skills and the 
least useful for improving writing skills. Students were also given the 
opportunity to write their reasons for their choices.  
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Gauging the students’ preferences twice probably provided some additional 
reliability. It gave students the opportunity to consider the feedback they 
received as they rewrote each essay, while the feedback remained fresh in their 
minds. It also afforded the chance to evaluate the forms of feedback once each 
kind of feedback had been received. 
 
This author was also concerned that some students would forget to maintain 
their Redrafting Reports, then fill in the missing information from memory 
shortly before handing the form in at the end of the project. These worries were 
perhaps not without warrant, confirmed when a Redrafting Report was 




5.1 Teacher’s Correction Time  
 
The following table provides the average time spent by the instructor providing 
feedback for each assignment.  
 
times in italics = error code       
times marked * = underlining       
times marked # = direct correction 
 
Musashino Class 1 Assignment 1 Assignment 2 Assignment 3 
Group 1 1:24 *:58 #1:35 
Group 2 *:58 #2:03 1:06 
Group 3 #2:21 1:36 *1:06 
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Musashino Class 2 Assignment 1 Assignment 2 Assignment 3 
Group 1 1:37 *1:10 #3:27 
Group 2 *1:26 #2:09 2:21 
Group 3 #2:58 1:59 *1:17 
 
Seisen Class  Assignment 1 Assignment 2 Assignment 3 
Group 1 3:20 *2:32 #4:48 
Group 2 *2:47 #4:54 3:25 
Group 3 #5:25 3:13 *2:48 
Table 1. Teacher Correction Time 
 
The times can be compared in two ways, either by looking at the times for each 
particular assignment, or by studying the times for each group of students.  
 
Before the study began, it was hypothesized that the simple underlining of 
errors would consume the least amount of teacher correction time, direct 
correction the most amount of time, and the use of the error code somewhere 
between the two. 
 
In almost all cases, underlining took the least amount of teacher correction time 
while direct correction took the most. The one exception was Assignment 3 in 
the Musashino 1 class, in which both error code and underlining of errors took 
an average of 1:06 for each essay corrected. 
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5.2 Student Preferences  
 
As stated previously, EFL students overwhelmingly expect to receive some 
kind of feedback on their written work. If one of the reasons for offering error 
correction is going to be to satisfy students’ wishes, it seems reasonable that 
teachers should take into account the kind of error correction the students 
prefer. 
 
The tables below show how the students at both universities rated each kind of 









helpful Helpful Very helpful 
Error Code 1 0 7 13 26 
Underlining 2 4 5 22 13 
Direct 









helpful Helpful Very helpful 
Error Code 0 0 0 12 7 
Underlining 0 3 4 8 5 
Direct 
Correction 0 1 0 0 16 
Table 2. Student Redrafting Report Results 
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One surprise is the difference in the two universities’ student reactions to direct 
methods of correction. It was assumed before the study began that the Seisen 
students, being language majors and having perhaps a higher skepticism of the 
usefulness of direct correction, would rate the direct correction as less helpful 
than the Musashino students. Instead, all but one of the Seisen students rated it 
as “very helpful”, the sole dissenter rating it as “not very helpful”. The 
dissenter when questioned about her choice gave the reason, “Because there is 
no necessity to look for my mistakes”. 
 
Again, I believe that the longer, more complex compositions that the Seisen 
students were required to complete may be a factor in these findings. What I 
earlier termed “correction fatigue” may have set in, and students might have 
regarded direct correction as the teacher completing their homework for them, 
and appreciated it as such. 
 
The Project Completion Report consisted of six questions that had the students 
compare the different forms of feedback directly to each other. 
 
 
Top = Musashino students’ results  Bottom = Seisen students’ results 
Which kind of feedback did you prefer the most?







Which kind of feedback did you prefer the least?
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Which kind of feedback was the easiest to use?







Which kind of feedback was the most difficult to use?







Which kind of feedback do you think is most useful for improving your 
writing? 







Which kind of feedback do you think is least useful for improving your 
writing? 







Table 3. Student Project Completion Report Results 
 
The data collected from the Project Completion Reports conflicts with the 
initial Redrafting Reports. When comparing the feedback types, a clear 
majority of Seisen students indicated they believed that the use of an error code 
was the most useful form of feedback they received and direct correction was 
the least useful. This contradicts the rating of “very helpful” from the 
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Redrafting Report. Possible reasons for this discrepancy could be differences in 
the students’ compositions and the errors they contained, or perhaps by the end 
of the study, the students felt they had a better understanding of what entailed 
“helpful” or “useful” error correction. 
 
One last piece of information that was collected in the Redrafting Reports was 
the length of time that students spent rewriting their papers after receiving their 
respective forms of feedback. This is probably the least reliable of all the data 
collected from the Redrafting Reports and the Project Completion Reports. As 
mentioned earlier, some students admitted to “forgetting” to fill out the 
Redrafting Report while rewriting their work, and added missing information 
later on. While general impressions of a feedback type might still be reliably 
recorded weeks after the actual redrafting, it is doubtful that students would be 
able to accurately recall how many minutes they spent on each redraft. Because 
of the question of reliability, average times needed for each redraft were not 
calculated. It is plausible however that the students would accurately rank 
which feedback form took them the longest time to use and which took them 
the least time. 
 
The chart below represents the time it took students to use the different 
feedback types to write their redrafts. In some cases, students recorded the 
same length of time for two different types of feedback. In such cases, a “2nd” 
was not counted while tabulating the data. 
 
Top = Musashino students’ results  Bottom = Seisen students’ results 
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Table 4. Time Needed to Redraft Compositions 
 
As was expected, when direct correction was provided, students could rewrite 
their essays more quickly than when provided with the other two types of 
feedback. Underlining as a form of error correction proved to be the slowest 
means to redrafting an essay. These findings are not without some curiosities. 
16 Musashino students chose direct correction as the form of feedback that 
took the longest to use in redrafting their work. By the time this data had been 
tabulated, the university semester had finished and it was not possible to ask 
these students why the direct correction took so long to implement. 
 
6. Discussion 
From both the Redrafting Reports and the Project Completion Reports, we can 
ascertain the following: 
 
1. Both beginner and intermediate level Japanese university EFL students 
appreciate feedback on their written work. 
2. Both groups of students have preferences as to what type of feedback they 
receive for their writing. 
3. Lower level students preferred direct correction of their written errors over 
the other two feedback methods provided. 
4. Intermediate level students preferred direct correction and the use of an 
error code over the simple underlining of errors. 
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5. Both groups of students generally did not like the feedback method of a 
teacher simply underlining errors in their text. 
6. While students had their own individual preferences, both groups 
recognized the usefulness of an error code, rating it as the most useful form 
of feedback they received in regards to improving their writing. 
7. The more explicit a method of feedback was, the shorter the time it took 




Once again three feedback types were studied, but this time the study 
concerned itself with teacher time and student preference.  
 
Underlining took the least amount of teacher time to implement, but as 
determined in a previous study, was the least effective in bringing about 
successful revisions. It was also by far the least desired of the three feedback 
methods by students, who believed that the method didn’t give them enough 
guidance in correcting their errors. Direct correction, while the most successful 
of the three feedback types in bringing about successful revision, takes 
considerably more effort on the part of the teacher (in way of time spent) to 
implement. Students are also skeptical of its usefulness in helping them 
develop their writing skills. While none of these results may be be hailed as 
surprising, they seem to lend further credence to the notion that a teacher-
produced error code may be the most effective method to deal with EFL 
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